Acute emotional and cardiovascular effects of stressful mental work during aerobic exercise.
The acute effects of engaging in challenging mental work during a single session of aerobic exercise were examined on measures of subjective mood and cardiovascular function. Fifty-seven female subjects were randomly assigned to participate in either a 10-min aerobic exercise condition or a no-exercise control condition. Half of the subjects in each group performed digits backward problems during this time period, and no mental stressors were presented to the other subjects. The results indicated that the exercise and mental stress conditions had additive effects on subjective anxiety levels and on cardiovascular responses during exercise. Both exercise and mental stress increased heart rate. In addition, exercise had anti-anxiety and vasodilative effects, but both of these influences were attenuated by opposing main effects for mental stress exposure. No effects were found for exercise on measures of cardiovascular reactivity to a later digits backward stressor. The results are consistent with previous research in suggesting that exposure to mental stressors during aerobic exercise provides no acute psychological benefits but attenuates some of the mood improvements and vasodilative effects of the exercise activity.